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Fundamental ideas 


While realism is a diverse approach, six central 
concepts are shared by most realist thinkers: 


A pessimistic view of human nature 
. Power 

. Anarchy 

. Statism 

. Survival 

. Self-help 
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Fundamental ideas 


e Power is often defined in terms of resources, 
military capability, gross national product, and 
population, which realists believe translates 
into political influence 


e Anarchy refers to the lack of a central political 

authority in the international sphere, which 
means that states must pursue their own 
interest to guarantee their survival 


Fundamental ideas 


e Statism is the doctrine which argues that 
States are the main actors in international 
relations, at the expense of individuals and 
international organizations 

e Statism means that the sovereign state has supreme 


authority within its territorial soace and operates in 
an anarchic international system 


Fundamental ideas 


e The ultimate concern of the state Is its own 
security and survival 
e However, some realists (for example, Mearsheimer) 


argue that states act to maximize power beyond what Is 
necessary for their survival 


e Self-help refers to the belief that each state is 
responsible for its own security and survival, as 
other states cannot be trusted, and international 
organizations are too weak 


Realism in historical 
perspective 


e Realist approaches to international politics 
have a long history, with scholars in diverse 
intellectual traditions advancing a view of 
politics as motivated by power and self- 
interest 


e Many ancient and early modern thinkers held a 
pessimistic view of human nature, where self- 
interest, fear, and ambition inevitably lead to 
conflict 


Realism in historical 
perspective 


e Realism as an approach in academic IR 
emerged in Britain and the United States in 
response to the atrocities of the world wars 


e Many of its leading proponents claimed to be part of 
a longer tradition that included earlier thinkers 


e Classical realists typically perceive power 
struggle between states as an important factor 
in shaping international relations 


Key classical realists 


e Key classical realists include: 
Thucydides, Machiavelli, Von Clausewitz, Morgenthau 


e° They have been interested in questions of order, justice and 
change across 2500 years 


* They tend to 

- advocate holistic understanding of politics 

- recognise the close relationship of the domestic and international 
- acknowledge the role of ethics and community 

- regard history as cyclical 

- emphasize the tragic character of politics 


Balance of power 


e Classical realists appreciate the importance of 
balance of power in international relations. However, 
they do not see it as an effective deterrent of war 
but rather as a potential cause of conflict 


° Order ultimately rests on strength of community for 
classical realists. 


For example, for Morgenthau it was norms of 

g national society rather than the distribution of 
apabilities that maintained the effectiveness of 
ance of power in Europe during the 18th and 19th 
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Interests and Justice 


eorealists emphasise power interests as the 

riority of state goals. Material capabilities are 
considered the most crucial means to acquire 

interests. 


Classical realists emphasise justice as the 
foundation of community and order, where 
power is a matter of psychological relationships. 


For classical realists justice is therefore 
important for two reasons: 


1) Because it is the key to influence 


2) Because it provides the basis on which actors 
construct their interests 


Multiple realisms? 


e Realism can be helpfully seen as a family of 
views, sharing key ideas but differing in the 
emphasis on, and interpretation of, these 

ideas 


Neorealism/structural realism 


e Neorealists point to the anarchical structure of 
the international system as the major 
determinant of great power war 


e Defensive neorealists: international anarchy pushes 
States to secure a balance of power (Waltz) 


e Offensive neorealists: states’ self-interest drives 
them to maximize their power and seek hegemony 
as the only means to security (Mearsheimer) 


tructural Realism and Power 


Realists believe that power is the currency of 
international politics. It is based on the material 
capabilities that a state controls 


There are two central elements of material power 
for structural realists: 

1) Tangible military power 

2) Latent socioeconomic wealth, which can be 
used to pursue the former. 


States compete for power, and do all they can to 
shift the balance of power in their favour 


tructural Realism and Power 


Classical realists believe that a will to power 
(and consequential conflict) is hardwired into 
human nature 


Structural realists believe that the anarchical 
nature of the international system forces states 
to pursue power politics, as a means to ensure 
their survival 


For structural realists this necessary pursuit of 
power applies to all states, independent of 
domestic political structures or cultural 
differences. By this token, structural realists 
treat states as ‘black boxes’: they are assumed 
to be alike, save for the fact that some states 
are more or less powerful than others. 


Five Assumptions 


Great powers are the main actors and they operate in an 
anarchic international system with no centralized 
governing authority 


. All states possess offensive military capability - this 
varies over time 


States can never be certain about other states’ 
intentions. A defensive military doctrine espoused by 
one state can look like an offensive threat to another 


. The main goal of states is survival 


States are rational actors operating with imperfect 
information: they sometimes make serious mistakes 


ipolarity (2 great 
owers) 


e there is less opportunity 
for great powers to fight 
each other in a bipolar 
world 


equality between great 
powers tends to be more 
even, and balancing 
behaviour is easier 


there is greater potential 
for miscalculation and 
opportunity for conflict in 
multipolarity 


Which is less war-prone: 
Bipolarity or Multipolarity? 


Multipolarity (3 or more 
great powers) 


e More great powers is better 
in part because deterrence Is 
easier 


e In multipolarity, more states 
can join together to confront 
an aggressive state 


e There is less hostility among 
the great powers as their 
attention is more diffused 


s Unipolarity less war prone? 


e With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the 
ay inion, many realists argue that unipolarity has 
arrive 


e Such a world is likely to be more stable than either 
bipolarity or multipolarity 


e Logically, there can be no war or security competition 
among great powers; minor powers will not cause any 
trouble for fear of offending the unipolar power 


e The dangers of a unipolar world is that the absence of 
security competition encourages the great power to 
withdraw from outer regions 


Or a hegemon uses its overwhelming power to | 
engage in ideological engineering, causing instability 


Realism and rising powers 


e Drawing on classical realism and Morgenthau’s 
views, Chinese scholar Yan Xuetong advances 
an idea of China as a world hegemon reliant 
on both military power and moral authority 


e Russian realists embrace a politics of power 
equilibrium aimed to secure national 
sovereignty and security 


Case Study 
Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea 


eWhat explains Russia’s decision to annex Crimea and 
later invade Ukraine as a whole? 


e Defensive neorealism: Russia’s actions reflect its concern with 
the expansion of Western military, economic, and political 
influence in the region 


e Offensive neorealism: Russia is a revisionist power that aims to 
become hegemonic and overturn the post-cold war status quo 


e Neoclassical realism: emphasizes the relationship between 
Russia’s place in the international system and domestic and 
ideational factors 


Opposing Opinions: Realist theory 
Shows that China can become a 
Superpower peacefully 


For Against 


€conomic competition could 
Economic lead to war 
development The hubris/fear paradox could 


prevent alternative solutions 
to war 


rise’ Mistrust between the US and 


&ffective soft power emine could lead to spirals of 
tension 


łdeology of ‘peaceful 


